Specific Fears in Emerging Adulthood among Czech Undergraduate Students  by Volková, Anežka & Dušková, Pavla
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  171 ( 2015 )  487 – 493 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
ScienceDirect
1877-0428 © 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
Peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of ICEEPSY 2014.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2015.01.151 
ICEEPSY 2014 
Specific fears in emerging adulthood among Czech undergraduate 
students 
Anežka Volkováa, Pavla Duškováb * 
aUniverzita Hradec Králové, Rokitanského 62, Hradec Králové,50003 
bUniverzita Hradec Králové, Rokitanského 62, Hradec Králové,50003 
  
Abstract 
The study has an explorative character. Its aim is to describe the content of experienced fears in the period of 
emerging adulthood among Czech undergraduate students. The aim is to describe the specific fears in emerging 
adulthood and to compare and find differences between genders and term of study. Subjective responses about the 
contents of fears were collected on the basis of the "Cake of Fear" method. This method allows respondents to freely 
express fears that he/she perceives as significant in the context of their everyday lives. Fear occurrence, content, and 
intensity changes in general fear categories were investigated. The findings revealed that fears associated with the 
study were progressively replaced by fears related to career. The fears in emerging adulthood were more general and 
abstract. They were often related to autonomy and identity. The fears in emerging adulthood are closer to fears 
which are typical for adolescent than children's fears, which have a more specific content. The results show that girls 
perceive themselves as more fearful than boys. Gender and age differences are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 
Fears are generally defined as a normal response to danger, whether anticipated or actual (Barrios & Hartmann, 
1988). Fear is related to different developmental time stages and reflects stressful tasks associated with development 
(King, Hamilton, & Ollendick, 1988). Many studies (Gullone, 2000; Burnham 2005; King et al. 1989) point out the 
difference in the degree of fearfulness – girls report more fears than boys. Pierce and Kirkpatrick (1992) note, 
however, that an indicated higher rate of fears is rather related to sex and gender influences. For both sexes there 
may be a different degree of willingness to openly talk about fear. Manifested femininity is thus associated with a 
higher level of indicated fear and anxiety (Muris, Meesters, Knoops, 2005). Fears in connection with advancing age 
are already quite well documented. Predictable patterns, sequences, and evolution in the experience of fear are 
connected with individual age groups (Gullone 2000). For example, between 3-5 years there is an expectable fear of 
scary creatures and the supernatural (King and Ollendick, 1989). Fears in conjunction with school begin to appear 
around five to six years of age (Eldebour et al., 1997). In adolescence, fears grow in association with injuries and 
anxiety (Ollendick et al., 1985). It is traditionally noted that the extent and number of fears declines with age 
(Burnham 2005, Gullone and King 1992). There are some exceptions, however, for example; fears of the dark or the 
supernatural demonstrably decline, but academic (school) fears and fear of speaking in front of people, for example, 
tend to increase with age (Gullone and King, 1993). Westenberg et al. (2004) add that although there is a decrease in 
fears associated with physical threats and punishments, there is an increase in socially conditioned fears and fears of 
criticism from others and one's own failure. Researchers also noted racial and cultural differences and a different 
expression of fear among youth in the last decade (Gullone 2000). In the Czech environment, this phenomenon is 
especially apparent in a period that is relatively newly called emerging adulthood. 
 Emerging adulthood is understood as the age range of about 18–29, which is different from adolescence 
and young adulthood and is characterized by its great diversity. In this period, the young person slowly identifies 
with the role of an adult, refines his personal goals, becomes independent of his parents, seeks a partner, and tries to 
find a suitable occupation (Macek, 2003). It is an exploration of identity, an exploration of life's possibilities (Arnett, 
2004). This phase should ideally be completed with a decision and selection of a permanent choice in various areas 
of life, while in partnership the desired goal is the formation of a permanent partner relationship (Arnett, 2000). A 
quantity of options is associated with increased instability, which may be a source of anxiety and uncertainty for 
some (Arnett, 2004). Feelings of anxiety and doubt associated with the period of emerging adulthood are also 
mentioned by Macek et al. (2007). In the Czech Republic, this period was until recently considered as young 
adulthood and was mainly related to the closure of marriage and the onset of parenthood. The fears characteristic for 
this period were considered the very fears associated with parenthood and initially balancing a career (Vavrda, 
2000). More recent research of fears during the period of emerging adulthood in the Czech environment has been 
addressed by Michalčáková (2012). Her research sample consisted of adolescents aged 19 years, on the threshold of 
adulthood. In her study, she reported significant representation of the group of fears that are by their nature more 
abstract, general, potential (often related to issues of autonomy, self-identity). Michalčáková (2012) notes that this 
phenomenon can document an overall developmental trajectory of observed emotions of fear, when the emphasis 
shifts from currently active factors during childhood to their expectations and fears of a more general nature in 
adulthood. A study of fears on an older sample of individuals in this period is still lacking in the Czech Republic. 
The measurement of fear has undergone a certain development. Many methods have been used, such as 
observing children, interviews, and retrospective testimony. Normative studies of measuring fear have gradually 
been taken over by the use of standardized scales that are relatively easy to administer, and their use has been 
statistically proven. Data gained in this way can be objectively scored and compared across different groups of 
respondents. The most frequently cited method for measuring fear are the scales represented in the Fear Survey 
Schedule for Children II (FSSC II) and the Fear Survey Schedule (FSS) (Gullone, 1996). The limitations of this 
method, however, mainly lie in the completeness of the list of fears and emotional distortion – individual items can 
be evaluated on the basis of emotions that are evoked in the respondents, rather than on the basis of their actual 
frequency and power (Gullone, 1996). Another commonly used method is the free generation of fears. Testimony 
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freely obtained in this way is rather supposed to map out common fears of the respondents. The advantage of the 
free generation of statements about fear is that the criteria for indicating the fear is the experienced rate tied to the 
occurrence of stimuli in everyday life (King et al., 1989; McCathie, Spence 1991). Their testimony is unlimited and 
unaffected by a predefined enumeration. The disadvantage of this method is its dependence on the cognitive abilities 
of the respondents and the ability of the respondents to remember their fears and name them (Michalčáková, 2012). 
The aim of this study is to use freely generated statements to map out fears in the period of emerging adulthood 
among university students, to explore whether there exist certain specifics for this period, and to compare fears with 
respect to the gender and age of respondents.  
2. Method 
2.1. Sample 
Overall, this study was participated in by 200 respondents: 77 men and 123 women. All respondents were 
university students. The age range of the respondents ranged from 20 to 29. The average age of the respondents was 
24.52 years. The study selected only those respondents who indicated that they evaluate themselves as emerging 
adults. The respondents were divided into three age groups (20–22, N 50; 23–25, N 76; 26–29, N 74) for the purpose 
of analysis. These were students from various universities in the Czech Republic. Overall, the study included 
students from six universities. The data were collected in the autumn of 2013. The researchers those interested in 
participating in the research through university servers. Questionnaires were collected on-line. Participation in the 
research was voluntary. The participants were assured anonymity, and on the first page they provided informed 
consent. 
     Table 1. Sample 
 Frequency Percent Men Women 
1: 20–22  50 25 20 30 
2: 23–25 76 38 28 48 
3: 26–29 74 37 29 45 
Total 200 100 77 123 
2.2. Instruments 
The study used a method of the free generation of fears. This method corresponds to the objective of our study, 
which is exploratory and requires the ability to capture an image of fears in their entirety. Restrictions in the form of 
a predefined given enumeration were not considered desirable. Due to the composition of the research sample 
(higher age, university education), we expected that the cognitive abilities of the respondents – to recall their fears 
and name them – would be sufficient. The questionnaire was made up of free answers to the question of what the 
respondents were most afraid of. Respondents could indicate any number of fears. Subsequently they determined the 
intensity of fear on a five-point Likert-type scale (very low, low, medium, quite a bit, extremely). A five-level scale 
was deliberately chosen to match the range used by the Fear Survey Schedule (FSS), which is the most frequently 
cited method for the measurement of fear (Gullone, 1999). The questionnaire also included the front page, which 
collected information regarding the gender, education, and age of the respondents. 
2.3. Procedure 
The questionnaire was placed on the Internet. On the front page, the respondents were informed about the 
purpose of the study and the anonymity of the results, and it was clearly explained for whom the research is 
intended. Here, the respondents answered the question of how they evaluate themselves, whether still as adolescents, 
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already as adults, or as something in between. The study only accepted students who perceived themselves to be 
something in between. First, personal data were collected then the free statement was subsequently administered. 
3. Results and Discussion 
Based on their content, the testimonies were grouped into specific categories, the aim of which was to eliminate 
the formal differences in the expression of the same contents of fear. This yielded 231 categories which included 
fears with very specific content. This was followed by a grouping into categories of a higher order, which included 
groups of similarly motivated fears, forming 73 categories. The final step was to merge these categories at the 
highest level, thus acquiring 16 resulting categories. These were converted into a five-point form that reflects 
whether a given category in the testimonies of a specific adolescent occurred, and to what degree. Classification of 
the individual testimonies into general categories was also carried out by another independent assessor. The 
compliance of assessors was evaluated using coefficients (Cohen's kappa) for each category and for overall 
compliance across all categories. The compliance of the assessors for each category ranged from 0.81 (category 
failure) to 1.00 (fear of animals).  
The distribution of the number of fears shows a marked positive slant; the score of fears ranges from 0 to 50. 
Overall, respondents reported an average of 3.2 fears. The average score was 11.39 (SD 7897; modus 7). From the 
testimonies, we created a categorization mapping a content of fears. Sixteen general categories affect the breadth of 
the reported respondents, contentually various fears which we captured using the method of free testimonies in the 
period of emerging adulthood. 
1. School fears – this category includes respondents' fears related to school performance. Most often this was fear 
of tests, state exams and fear from not having studied enough. This fear was cited most frequently by respondents, 
and it also had the highest score (369, mean 1.85). 
2. Fear of failure – this category includes fears associated with a sense of their own incompetence, a lack of 
confidence in themselves, and uncertainty of managing a situation. This was the fear of their own inability, fear of 
manifestation, fear of not learning from mistakes, that one cannot do something, and the fear of unfulfilled life 
goals. The score of this category was 251 (mean 1.26). 
3. Fear for close ones – this category includes worries about someone, fear of losing loved ones, fear for people 
from their closest social environment (family, friends). Most often this was fear about the health of their families 
and fear of the death of loved ones. Score 248 (mean 1.24). 
4. Employment related fears – this category includes fears related to employment, the fear of not finding a 
suitable profession in which an individual could apply what has been learned while finding self-realization. This 
also included fears of losing employment and career failure. Most often was the fear of unemployment; afraid that 
they will not find an interesting job and fear of losing their jobs. Score 216 (mean 1.08). 
5. Partnership fears – this category includes fears associated with partner relationships – loss of or threat to the 
relationship, fear of infidelity, fear whether one will find a suitable partner; fear of being left alone. The most 
frequently reported fears included the fear of not finding a partner for life, fear of remaining alone, fear of 
relationships, and fear of separation. Score 214 (mean 1.07). 
6. Death related fears – this category includes fear associated with death, disease, and threats. Most often was the 
fear of death, fear of serious illness, fear of pain, and fear of injury. Score 184 (mean 0.92). 
7. Animal fears – this category includes a general fear of animals and a list of individual species. Most often was 
the fear of spiders and snakes. Score 118 (mean 0.59). 
8. Fears about social security – this category includes fears associated with the loss of social security. These were 
fears associated with a lack of finances, fears of the lack of housing, and fear associated with a significant 
deterioration in living standard. The most commonly reported fear in this category was the fear of financial security, 
the fear of debt, and the fear of not having anywhere to live. Score 114 (mean 0.57). 
9. Fear of the unknown – this category includes fears of unpredictable danger, fears of inexplicable or 
supernatural phenomena, fears of dangerous people, and fears of heights or enclosed spaces. The most commonly 
reported fear was the fear of night streets, fear of being assaulted, fear of thunderstorms and heights. Score 111 
(mean 0.56). 
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10. Fear of the future – this category includes a general fear of the future, fear of decision-making, and fear of 
uncertainty of what the future will bring. Score 99 (mean 0.50). 
11. Fear of rejection – the fear of losing friends, of social conflict, and rejection by others. Score 94 (mean 0.47). 
12. Political fears – a category of fears resulting from the political and social situation. These are the fears of war, 
of Russia, and fears of a political crisis. Score 73 (mean 0.36). 
13. Parental fears – fears associated with current and future parenting and pregnancy. The most frequent was the 
fear of not being able to have children; fear of getting pregnant, fear of childbirth, and fear of being a parent. Score 
70 (mean 0.35). 
14. Fear of appearance – a category including the fear of appearance in general, as well as elements having an 
impact on appearance (obesity, aging, acne). Score 46 (mean 0.23).  
15. Fear of responsibility – this category includes the fear of accountability, responsibility, unwanted 
responsibility. Score 42 (mean 0.21). 
16. Traffic fears - fears associated with vehicles, traffic, and technology (fear of driving, crashing, fines). Score 
28 (mean 0.14). 
     Table 2. General category of fear – first 10 categories. 
Category Mean Suma Frequency Percent Category Mean Suma Frequency Percent 
1. school fears 1.85 369 99 49.5 6. death r. fears 0.92 184 56 28 
2. fear of failure 1.26 251 72 36 7. animal fears 0.59 118 22 16 
3. fear for close ones 1.24 248 66 33 8.soc. security 0.57 114 36 18 
4.employment 
related  fears 1.08 216 
66 33 9. unknown 0.56 111 34 17 
5. partnership fears 1,07 214 65 32.5 10. future 0.50 99 29 14.5 
 
As far as the differences between the sexes are concerned, women reached higher results in almost all categories. 
The most significant differences were in the categories partnership fears, school fears, fear for close ones, and 
parental fears. Overall, women were more fearful than men. The exception here was the category fear of failure, fear 
of responsibility and political fears, where men achieved higher scores. The gender differences were not, however, 
statistically significant. The statistical difference in the total stated number of fears measured using the Mann 
Whitney test was U = 3219.5, p <0.01, while men reported less fears than girls. The five most represented categories 
among women were: 1. school fears, 2. fear for loved ones, 3. partnership fears, 4. fear of failure, 5. employment 
related fears. The five most represented categories among men were: 1. school fears, 2. fear of failure, 3. 
employment related fears, 4. death related fears, 5. partnership fears and fear for close ones. The results of the most 
striking differences are shown in Table 3. 
     Table 3. Results by gender 
 sex N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean 
Partnership fears men 77 0.66 1.373 0.156 
 women 123 1.33 1.711 0.154 
Employment related fears men 77 0.91 1.407 0.160 
 women 123 1.19 1.705 0.154 
School fears men 77 1.39 1.829 0.208 
 women 123 2.13 1.987 0.179 
Parental fears men 77 0.12 0.606 0.069 
 women 123 0.50 1.327 0.120 
Fears for close ones men 77 0.66 1.518 0.173 
 women 123 1.60 1.949 0.176 
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Overall, the most fearful were those from the youngest age category of 20-22 years – mean score 12.02. The 
score of reported fears fell in the category of 23–25 years – mean 10.39. In the oldest age group, 26-29 years old, the 
score increased again, with a mean of 11.97, almost identical to the youngest category. A positive correlation with 
regard to age was measured in the categories working fears, transport fears, fear associated with death, fears 
associated with parenting, fear of responsibility, political fears. A negative correlation with regard to age, on the 
contrary, was measured in the category school fears, fear for close ones, fear of animals, and fears about appearance. 
The biggest changes were recorded in the category school fears, which dominated in the first two age categories but 
were replaced in the oldest category by employment related fears. The prevalence of fears with regard to age groups 
was as follows. The five highest represented categories for the 20–22 category: school fears, fear for close ones, fear 
of failure, partnership fears, death related fears. For the 23-25 category: school fears, fear for close ones, fear of 
failure, death related fears, employment related fears. For the 26–29 category: employment related fears, fear of 
failure, partnership fears, fear for close ones, school fears. The results of these categories are listed in Table 4.  
     Table 4. Results by Age 
category Age intervals mean Mean Rank category Age intervals mean Mean Rank 
Partnership  1: 20–22  1.34 108.51 Fear of  failure 1: 20–22  1.38 103.71 
fears 2: 23–25 0.80 92.09  2: 23–25 1.12 97.28 
 3: 26–29 1.16 103.73  3: 26–29 1.28 101.64 
Employment  1: 20–22  0.74 90.02 Fear for close 1: 20–22  1.66 110.58 
related fears 2: 23–25 0.96 97.00 ones 2: 23–25 1.13 96.68 
 3: 26–29 1.42 111.18  3: 26–29 1.09 97.61 
School fears 1: 20–22  2.56 119.43 Death related 1: 20–22  0.82 98.24 
 2: 23–25 2.17 108.05 rears 2: 23–25 0.96 99.89 
 3: 26–29 1.08 79.95  3: 26–29 0.97 102.65 
 
The results of our study confirm that the emotion of fear is a very interesting and important representative of the 
inner world of emerging adults. Developmental trajectories were also reflected in our results. Slow identification 
with the role of an adult, prioritizing personal goals, initial independence from their parents, and seeking a partner 
and employment; all these developmental tasks of emerging adulthood are included in our categories. The fear of 
not finding a suitable partner was strongly represented in all three age categories, as was the fear associated with 
employment. We associate the gradual process of independence in particular with fears associated with the loss of 
social security. The slow identification with the role of the adult, as well as the clarification of values and goals, 
were reflected into more categories, but the most strongly apparent were in the areas of fear of failure, 
responsibility, and the future. Vavrda (2000) considered fears associated with parenthood and the first balancing of a 
career characteristic of this period. These categories were also included in our study, but they quite changed in 
content, however. With the fear of parenthood, this was more about the fear of unwanted pregnancy or, on the 
contrary, a fear of not being able become pregnant rather than fears about a child or how to raise one. In the same 
way, fears of employment were greater than those of balancing a career, combined with the fear of finding suitable 
employment or any unemployment at all. Our results are more consistent with the results of Michalčáková (2012), 
who recorded an increase in general, abstract fears at the expense of specific fears. A decrease in the amount of fears 
in relation to age, as is reported in many studies (Burnham 2005, Gullone & King 1992), was not confirmed in our 
study. The number of fears in our sample actually decreased slightly from the beginning, but then increased in the 
age group 26–29. We believe that this may be due to situational influences. The end of this period is associated with 
the termination of education and entry into employment, which brings with it increasing demands. Overall, 
respondents reported an average of 3.2 fears. Using freely generated testimonies, Michalčáková, Lacinová, and 
Jelinek (2009) also measured the amount of fear in their studies. They focused on adolescents aged 15 years, and the 
average number of reported fears in their study was 5.3. In this comparison, we can say that our results rather 
confirmed the overall trend in a decline of fears. In our study, we also observed a decrease of fears of physical 
danger and death. On the contrary, we recorded an increase in school fears and fear of failure. These results are 
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consistent with other studies (Westenberg et al., 2004; Lane & Gullone 1999 Michalčáková et al. 2009). Fears that 
increased strongly in our period, and which could therefore be typical of emerging adulthood, are partner fears and 
fears associated with employment. Regarding the differences between the sexes, the results of our study are fully 
consistent with the results of other studies (Gullone, 2000, Gullone & King, 1997; Murris & Ollendick, 2002). The 
women in our study also reported a higher degree of fear than men. The differences, however, were less pronounced. 
This finding does not mean that women are demonstrably more fearful than men. An external variable in our study 
could also have been the cognitive ability of the respondents. Michalčáková et. al (2009) also includes verbal 
fluency, a willingness to comply with the researcher, and achievement motivation among external variables in free-
generated testimonies.  
Our results allow for the confirmation of the suitability of using the method of generating free testimonies in the 
period of emerging adulthood. The identified findings are fully consistent with the developmental challenges and 
characteristics. The prevalence of categories of fear illustrates the cognitive, social, and emotional development of 
the period. It also includes the effects of the external environmental and the historical and social context in today's 
which emerging adults are found.  
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